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sections: psychological and physical effects, academ ic effects, impact from
detentions and deportations, and transitioning to adulthood. Am ong the major
findings of this review are students from mixed-status families face m any
personal and educational obstacles and that their needs are largely unmet by the
current school system.
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The Im pact of Living in a M ixed-Status Family on K-12 Students
Introduction
An invisible population of students is attending United States schools. To find it, scan
classrooms of children early in the morning pledging, with bright and sleepy eyes,
to the
flag, of the United States of America...” It can be found here but not seen. Consequently, its
needs are also invisible to precisely the people whose job it is to meet them. While it is likely
that the individuals of this population will remain unseen, their story and needs should not.
Many researchers have gone out to find these stories and needs. My goal is to make them more
visible.
This invisible population is made up of students who are living in mixed-status families in which
at least one family member is undocumented and one other family member is documented (Fix
& Zimmerman, 2001). It is made up of members of families that live in daily fear of visibility.
Visibility could mean the deportation of a family member, painful family separation, and a crash
back to square one. At any time, the students of this population could return home from school
and find their families in this turmoil.

V

At the core of the human heart and life lies the family. Family shapes who students are, and the
more informed educators are about their students’ families, the better educational experience
they can provide. Therefore, the call to learn about the lives of students in mixed-status families
is a call to find ways to fix their educational experience so that it may be more responsive to their
needs.
A review of the impact of living in a mixed-status family on K-12 students is essential because
of the sheer quantity of students affected. One in ten United States children is currently growing
up in a mixed-status family (Passel, 2006). In 2010, five and a half million children of
undocumented immigrants were living in the United States, which was seven percent of the total
childhood population (Passel & Cohn, 2011). Finally, on average, one or two students per
American classroom live in mixed-status families (Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, Teranishi, &
Suarez-Orozco, 2011, p. 462). Simply put, this invisible population is too large to ignore.
Determining the impact of living in a mixed-status family on K-12 students is critical because
they are entitled to a K-12 education by law. If a student living in a mixed-status family was
bom in the United States, they are obviously, by birth, a citizen and entitled to a United States
education. However, some students living in mixed-status families were brought to the United
States, not by choice, as children and are therefore non-citizens. In 2010, these students
accounted for one million of the five and a half million children of undocumented immigrants
living in the United States (Passel & Cohn, 2011). Regardless, according to Plyler v. Doe, all K12 students are entitled to a primary and secondary education, whether they are documented or
not (Gonzales & Chavez, 2012, p. 258). Therefore, students living in mixed-status families have
the right to an improved educational experience, and educators play the major role in seeing that
right through—an impossible task unless the story and needs of these students are made visible.
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The plight of this invisible population has been increasingly researched in light of heightened
immigration debate. Its needs have come to light largely in an attempt to prompt immigration
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reform. The increased knowledge of this population is changing the way people view
immigration policy and is intensifying the debate.
In the following review, I discuss this knowledge from an educator perspective. I begin with an
examination of the psychological and physical impact of living in a mixed-status family on K-12
students. I then look specifically at the academic impact of living in a mixed-status family on K12 students and the role detentions and deportations play in both their academic and personal
lives. Next, I discuss this impact living in a mixed-family has on students as they transition into
adulthood and what is already in the works to ease this transition. I conclude with an outline of
what must continue to happen and what must begin to happen is we are to truly fix what is
broken about the educational experience of K-12 students living in mixed-status families.
Psychological and Physical Effects
Introduction
Living in a mixed-status family has both a psychological and physical impact on K-12 students.
Youth living in mixed-status families, especially those who have recently migrated, face several
stressors that pose psychiatric risk, including: loss of family, friends, country, and lifestyle;
changes in social supports; language difficulties; poverty; discrimination; isolation; segregation;
fear; and hopelessness (Mahoney, 2008). These students, whether or not they are documented,
have been proven to carry greater psychological risk than students from documented families.
For example, Ortega, Horwitz, Fang, Kuo, Wallace, and Inkelas (2009) found that Mexican
children with undocumented parents have greater parent-reported developmental risk than
Mexican and white children with documented parents. The additional research below shows that
students living in mixed-status families have unique psychological and physical risks.
Stress and Anxiety
Students living in mixed-status families carry with them the daily fear of deportation. Even if
students are unaware of their family’s mixed-status, they still live in a culture of fear, as Spanishlanguage television and radio frequently feature stories of deportations, and in some homes, it is
a topic of family conversation that children begin to metabolize (Suarez-Orozco, et al, 2011, p.
451). Yoshikawa (2011) supports this finding in his own research that the psychological stress
suffered by illegal immigrants can be transmitted to even young children. This stress is carried
on into adolescence. In a 2010 study by Potochnick and Perreira, adolescents in mixed-status
families were at greater risk of anxiety and marginally greater risk of depressive symptoms than
documented adolescents (p. 1). An additional dimension of stress that can be placed on children
living mixed-status families is uneven family investment due to the unfortunate fact that in some
of these families, one sibling may be documented while another is not (Suarez-Orozco, et al,
2011, p. 451). In fact, in 2006, seven percent o f unauthorized families consisted of both citizen
children and undocumented children (Passel). There is no doubt that students who live in mixedstatus families experience stress and anxiety that other students do not.
Health
The 1999 National Survey of America’s Families showed that 22 percent of children of
immigrants were uninsured, children of immigrants were more than three times as likely as
3
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natives to lack a usual source of health care, and children o f immigrants were more than twice as
likely as natives to be in fair or poor health (Capps, 2001). Consider that this data corresponds to
children of all immigrants, not solely children from mixed-status families. The financial status
of mixed-status families is likely to put their children in even worse medical circumstances than
other immigrant families. For example, undocumented parents are ineligible for most public
benefits provided by the federal government such as health or mental health care such as
Medicaid or Medicare, aside from emergency care and care provided during the perinatal and
immediate postnatal periods; the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; and cash welfare
assistance (Yoshikawa & Kholoptseva, 2013, p. 6). Even when their children are United States
citizens and eligible for these programs, undocumented parents may fail to understand their
child’s eligibility for these programs and/or fear that seeking help would put them at risk for
deportation (Capps, Fix, Ost, Anderson-Reardon, & Passel, 2004). As a result, students in
mixed-status families, even if they themselves are documented, have a disproportionate access to
health services than students in documented families. Prior research has also found that
undocumented parents experience higher levels of food insecurity compared with parents bom in
the United States (Kalil & Chen, 2008). Therefore, another health impact of living in a mixedstatus family, for both documented and undocumented children, is food insecurity. The costliest
health consequences of an undocumented status will emerge later in life for many of these
students (Suarez-Orozco, et al, 2011, p. 457). A more immediate and obvious impact living in a
mixed-status family has on documented and undocumented students relates to their identity and
self-esteem.
Identity and Self-Esteem
Latino and “ Undocumented”
Similar to any other children, children living in mixed-status families carry multiple identities.
The difference is that more of the identities they carry are held in a negative light by society. The
majority, or 78 percent, of undocumented immigrants are Latino (Passel, 2006). This means that
the majority of children living in mixed status families are Latino too. In current United State’s
society, this can be a difficult identity to hold. Ediberto Roman’s (2008) research shows that the
United States is experiencing heightened stigmatization and even demonization of the Latinos.
The more Latino students internalize this stigmatization, the worse effect it will have on their
self-esteem. In addition to holding an identity as a Latino or Latina, students from mixed-status
families also face a stigma with regards to undocumented immigrants. “.. .the barrage of
derogatory portraits of immigrants, particularly o f unauthorized immigrants, in the media,
school, and community settings, will shape at the individual level a number of critical
developmental outcomes for these children and youth” (Suarez-Orozco, et al, 2011, p. 450).
These “derogatory portraits” can affect them as they learn to view themselves as family members
of these negatively portrayed immigrants. It has an even greater impact on their identity and
self-esteem if they learn that they are undocumented themselves. For students from mixed-status
families to maintain a positive self-image and self-esteem, they unfortunately must oppose what
society communicates about them.

w
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Language
Another factor that impacts the identity and self-esteem of K-12 students living in mixed-status
families is language. Language is a piece of identity important to many students from mixedstatus families, as 21 percent o f second generation Latino immigrants are not fluent in English
(Passel, 2006). These immigrants face an additional negative stigmatization. Lopez & Lopez
(2010) have taken a close look at language education policies and how they may be affecting
students who do not speak English as a native language. They claim that die language of these
policies reflect not only societal perceptions of languages other than English but also the
perceptions of the people who speak them (p. 99). In other words, students may internalize what
language education policies say about them. Current language education policies view the
inability to speak English as a deficiency to be overcome and perpetuate deficit understandings
of “Limited English Proficient” students (Lopez & Lopez, 2010, p. 99). Devastatingly, students
may therefore perpetuate this understanding of themselves, and perceiving oneself as “deficient”
does not bode well for either self-esteem or identity.
Academic Effects
Poverty

W

I
have chosen to separately address poverty’s impact on the academic success of K-12 students
from mixed-status families for two reasons. One, the correlation between socioeconomic status
and academic achievement is too strong to ignore when discussing the achievement of any
population of students. Two, in addressing poverty as a separate entity, I aim to quell any quick
rush to attribute the findings on the academic performance of students living in mixed-status
families to their poverty level alone. Assuming that the academic performance of these students
is solely related to poverty would rudely undermine the other academic effects living in a mixedstatus family cause. It is also important to note that the poverty experienced by this population
of students is different than that of other students from low income homes. In 2009,
undocumented low-wage workers experienced substantially poorer work conditions than
authorized low-wage workers and had lower access to sick days, vacation days, overtime pay,
and employer-provided health benefits (Bernhardt, Milkman, Theodore, Heckathom, Auer,
DeFilippis, Gonzalez, Narro, Perelshteyn, Poison, & Spiller, 2009). Therefore, in addition to
other academic challenges, it is likely that K-12 students from mixed-status families experience a
poverty that is worse than most.
Students living in mixed-status families often attend underresourced schools, have high mobility
rates, and lack rich early-learning experiences. Unfortunately, none of these characteristics are
attributed to academic gain. Due to the poor work conditions of their families and the resulting
poverty, students from mixed-status families often find themselves in underresourced schools
(Suarez-Orozco, et al, 2011, p. 458). This is unfortunate as these are often the students that need
the resources the most. Additionally, the poverty of students from mixed-status families can
cause them to have a high mobility rate, which is linked to negative school performance
(Rumberger & Larsen, 1998; Suarez-Orozco, Gaytan, Bang, Pakes, O’Conner, & Rhodes, 2010).
The poverty of these students strips away the hope of consistency, which many of them,
especially those who have recently entered the United States, are in dire need of. Poor
immigrants have several extra challenges to raising their children such as: an inability to afford
5
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learning materials or stimulating child care programs, a fear (of deportation) to seek help from
government agencies, and a smaller network of friends and family to assist with child care
(Yoshikawa, 2011). These challenges have significant results, as research has also shown that by
die time the children of illegal immigrants reach age 2, they show significantly lower levels of
language and cognitive development than the children of legal immigrants and native-born
parents (Yoshikawa, 2011). This puts them at a disadvantage from the start of their educational
experience. The poverty of students living in mixed-status families puts more obstacles on their
path to academic success.
School Success
Though students from mixed-status families face many academic obstacles, it is not to say that
they have no means of overcoming them. A major support they can have in doing so is the high
hopes their parents may have for them. Even though immigrant parents may not have attended
school in their own country and may not be able to help their children with their academic
material or navigate the United States educational system, they still articulate high aspirations for
them (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). Appropriate, high expectations of students support their success.
Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, and Cortes’ (2009) study on the personal and environmental
protective factors of undocumented students shows that, despite the numerous challenges they
face such as societal rejection, low parental education, and high employment hours during
school, those with high levels of personal and environmental protective factors have more
academic success than those with low levels. These protective factors are supportive parents,
friends, and school personnel, as well as participation in school activities (p. 1). Finally, while
many of the schools K-12 students from mixed-status families attend are underresourced, they
can still provide the stability and structure these students need to find positive academic and
personal development (Suarez-Orozco, et al, 2011, p. 458; Chaudry, Capps, Pedroza, Castaneda,
Santos, & Santos, 2010, p. x). Sadly, theses forms of support are often not enough.
School Failure

W/

For many students living in mixed-status families, school is not a place in which they readily
find success. In 2010, only 60.8 percent of noncitizens in the United States had completed high
school (U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic
Supplement, 2010). Lopez & Lopez (2010) attribute this decreased educational achievement to
racially blind school policies or failure to attend school due to fear of immigration authorities (p.
163). Schools and school policy as a source of fear will be discussed in its own detail shortly.
Much of the school policy that endangers the academic achievement of students living in mixedstatus families has to do with language, as many of these students are native speakers of a
language other than English. For example, only 43 percent o f schools that serve a high number
of English learners rely on native language instruction to maintain students’ native language or to
teach them core subject areas. This percentage drops even lower to 15 percent when
representing schools that serve a low number of English learners (de Cohen, Deterding, Clewell,
2005, p. 7). Therefore, many students living in mixed-status families who are learning English,
are not taught in a way that preserves their native language or promotes their development of
content area knowledge in the way that it should. In addition, schools that serve a high number
of English learners, and therefore likely a high number of students from mixed-status families,
6
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are more likely to hire unqualified teachers and are almost twice as likely to rely on substitutes
than schools with a low number of English learners (de Cohen, Deterding, Clewell, 2005, p. 8).
Many students who attend these schools, such as students from mixed-status families, do not
benefit from quality teachers who are more likely to lead them to success. Finally, of second
generation of Latino immigrants, 40 percent have parents who have less than a high school
education (Fry & Passel, 2009). The parents that lead mixed-status families may simply lack the
experience needed to help their students successfully navigate the waters of a K-12 education on
their own. In addition to the above challenges, students living in mixed-status families face
additional educational obstacles in the wake of a detention or deportation of a family member.
These obstacles will be discussed in detail in the following section. While they can certaintly
rise above the challenges placed before them, in some ways, living in a mixed-status family often
sets students up for academic failure.
Schools as a Source of Fear
It can be difficult to learn while afraid. For many K-12 students and their mixed-status families,
fear is a feeling that schools evoke. Schools can be a place of fear of exposure for mixed-status
families due to the types of information collected in them and the uncertainty of whether or not
immigration enforcement may happen within or around them (Lopez & L6pez, 2010). This fear
is a detriment to the success of K-12 students living in mixed-status families.
Information Collection

i
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Three practices that make schools a source of fear for mixed-status families are chilling,
exposure, and disparity. Chilling refers to any action that causes fear in mixed-status families
such as using documents that request but do not require Social Security numbers. Exposure
refers to providing information to agencies, such as immigration enforcement, that would expose
the citizenship status of students or their families. Finally, disparity refers to using different
rules for different individuals or groups, such as accepting copies of documents from some
students but only original documents from other, more “suspicious” families (Morse &
Ludovina, 1999). All three of these practices could lead to reduced parental and student
involvement, which has a negative effect on students, families, school officials, and, ultimately,
the community. While legal protections are in place to prevent some of these practices from
happening, they still do. For example, in 2012, in Alabama, the Court enjoined Section 28,
which required school officials to determine whether a child enrolled in school was foreign-bom
and, if so, to determine the child’s immigration status. Section 28 was later enjoined; however, it
serves as an example that chilling, exposure, and disparity are practices that still happen in
today’s schools (Belanger, 2012). For another example, NCLB currently allows “recently
arrived” students a one-year grace period before they can be tested in reading/language arts. In
order to qualify, students and families must reveal how long the child has attended schools in the
United States, which may encourage students and families to hide or misrepresent their status in
order to protect their family (Lopez & Lopez, 2010, p. 110). This also serves as an example of
how exposure hinders academic performance, as students in this situation may therefore be
forced to enter the testing stream prematurely (Lopez & L6pez, 2010, p. 110). The practices of
chilling, exposure, and disparity can have a major impact on the academic achievement of K-12
students from mixed-status families. At the basis of it all, though, is the fear of deportation.
7
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There are those that argue that mixed-status families do not have to fear immigration
enforcement in schools. United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement Spokeswoman
Virgina Kice claims, “A school is not a place we would routinely conduct an enforcement
operation for a variety of reasons” (Tucker & Van Derbeken, 2008). Additionally, since 1993, as
a result of the federal court ruling in Murillo v. Musegades, in which a school system was given a
temporary restraining order against INS agents who were claimed to have been intimidating
students on school grounds, Border Patrol agents are required to get prior approval from a
supervisor before taking any enforcement action on school grounds (Zehr, 2007). This seems to
add an additional layer of security for mixed-status families at schools. It is unclear, however,
what would be a non-routine enforcement operation at a school or what would cause a supervisor
to grant Border Patrol agents approval to take enforcement actions on school grounds.
Therefore, many argue that mixed-status families do have reason to fear immigration
enforcement in schools. Mr. Cullen Casey, a lawyer for the National School Boards Association,
warns that schools are not a sanctuary for mixed-status families because in a school, as anywhere
else, anyone could make a phone call to immigration authorities and report information about a
particular person's legal status (Zehr, 2007). Schools following the above practices o f chilling,
exposure, and disparity may have even more access to this type of information than other types
of services. Lopez & Lopez (2010) argue that the enforcement of immigration law in schools is
much more likely today than in the past because schools appear to be more open to law
enforcement today than in the past (p. 156). Heightened law enforcement in school buildings
could be a risk factor, and assuredly a fear factor, for all members of mixed-status families.
Finally, the more mixed-status families experience discrimination outside of the workplace, the
more they may have reason to fear it happening in schools (Lopez & Lopez, 2010, p. 124-125).
While there are measures set in place to protect them, schools may very well be a dangerous
place for mixed-status families to be. This does not allude itself well to the nurturing
environment in which students can more easily achieve.
Impact from Detentions and Deportations
Many mixed-status families live in a culture o f fear. This negative culture can inadvertently
impact children, even if the children are not yet aware their family’s status (Suarez-Orozco, et al,
2011, p. 451). At the center of this fearful culture lie two words: detention and deportation.
Given the recent increase in immigration enforcement, their fear is justified. The United States
spends more on federal immigration enforcement than on all other federal criminal law agencies
combined, with nearly 18 billion spent in the last fiscal year, and more individuals are detained
each year than are serving sentences in the federal Bureau o f Prison facilities for all other federal
crimes (Meissner, Kerwin, Chishti, & Bergeron, 2013). This increase in spending is reflected in
the number of deportations that result. By 2014, President Obama will have deported over 2
million people, which is more in six years than all people deported before 1997 (Golash-Boza,
2013). This impacts K-12 students, both those who are citizens and those who are not, living in
mixed-status families. It negatively affects their academic success, behavior, and mental health.
In the following sections, I will review the number o f children who are currently being impacted
by detentions and deportations, what happens to them in the wake of a detention or deportation,
8

and the general impact of detentions and deportations on K-12 students living in mixed-status
families.
Numbers Affected
When considering detentions and deportations a common thought is of the impact they must
have on the individuals directly affected. This thought fails to consider the many others
indirectly impacted by detentions and deportations, many of whom are children. In a study of
worksite raids by Capps, Castaneda, Chaudry, and Santos (2007), it was found that on average,
the number of children affected by worksite raids is about half the number of adults arrested (p.
2). However, immigration enforcement can occur in more places than solely the worksite, and it
has impacted a significant amount of children in recent years. Between 1997 and 2007, an
estimated 100,000 children experienced their parents’ deportation and approximately 88,000 of
these children were citizens (Baum, Jones, & Barry, 2010). While no child should have to
endure his or her parents’ deportation, it is surprising that the number o f deportations continues
to rise even after determining that the majority of children that must endure this experience are
United States citizens. More recently, within 27 months between 2010 and 2012, nearly 23
percent of all deportations, or, 204,810 deportations, were issued for parents with citizen children
(Wessler, 2012). Undocumented children are not necessarily safe from being the direct target of
immigration enforcement too. In 2004, Customs and Border Protection apprehended almost
122,000 juveniles, of whom 84.6 percent were released back to Mexico, or in rare cases to
Canada (National Collaboration for Youth & National Juvenile Justice Network, 2006, p. 1).
Therefore, no review on the impact of K-12 students living in mixed-status families would be
complete without a discussion on detentions and deportations. The topic is central to their lives
in more ways than one.
Following a Detention or Deportation
Following a detention or deportation, the immediate concern for students in mixed-status
families is childcare. In the 2007 study on workplace raids, Capps, Castafieda, Chaudry, and
Santos found that the arranging for childcare after a parent’s arrest by Immigration and Customs
Enforcement was difficult. They found that many arrestees signed voluntary departure papers
and left without any communication with their families, had limited access to telephones, and
were moved to remote detention facilities out of state. Even though they may have been released
that day, many arrested parents did not divulge that they had children for fear that they would be
taken into custody too (p. 2). As a result, childcare was often placed into the hands of extended
family and nonfamily networks. During this time, family savings also diminished as parents
were detained, up to 5 or 6 months, and then out of work as they waited, for several months, for a
final appearance before an immigration judge (p. 3). Another immediate concern following a
detention or deportation is school attendance. Attendance drops, even for students who are
citizens, as entire families go into hiding for fear of additional immigration enforcement
(Bernstein, 2008). Other reasons they may do so include fear of backlash from nonimmigrants
and the stigma of being labeled “illegal” (Capps, et al, 2007, p. 4). Therefore, many children
must live in the aftermath o f their parents’ deportations, not in a place of consistency at school,
but in hiding, often with caregivers they may not be accustomed too. The tumultuous change

that follows the detention or deportation of a family member contributes to the negative impact
that detentions and deportations have on K-12 students living in mixed-status families.
Resulting Effects
The impact of the detention or deportation of a family member is important in the discussion of
the impact of living in a mixed-status family because, as previously discussed, they are at the
center of fear and, often, reality for these families. A study done by Brabeck and Oingwen
(2010) showed that the impact of detentions and deportations on family environment and child
well-being is associated with level of legal vulnerability, such as being undocumented or having
been directly affected by a detention or deportation. Obviously, those with the greatest levels of
legal vulnerability reported greater effects of its negative impact (p. 354). Chaudry, Capps,
Pedroza, Castaneda, and Santos (2010) researched the details of the negative impact. Following
a detention or deportation, the most common behavioral changes of children affected are
disruptions to eating and sleeping (p. 43). When asked what they were most afraid of, children
recently affected by a raid replied, “immigration,” and they were also most anxious that law
enforcement would come back to arrest their family (Chaudry, et al, 2010, p. 46). Children also
experienced feelings of abandonment and showed symptoms of emotional trauma, psychological
duress, and mental health problems such as depression, separation anxiety disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, and suicidal thoughts (Capps, et al, 2007, p. 4). Children cannot
receive the help they need from their school support personnel, if they are in hiding following a
raid, which they often are (Bernstein, 2008). Also, due to cultural reasons, fear of possible
consequences in asking for assistance, and barriers to accessing services, few immigrants
affected seek mental health care for themselves or their children (Capps, et al, 2007, p. 4). Keep
in mind that many of these children are citizens and are thereby eligible for these services. A
detention or deportation of a family member is likely to have a lasting negative impact on the
family. This impact includes the children of these families, and it is likely to stick with them
throughout the rest of their lives, including as they transition into adulthood.
Transitioning into Adulthood
Introduction
The following sections delve more specifically into the lives of the students, particularly
undocumented students, in the upper end of the K-12 spectrum. Adolescents in this end of the
spectrum are experiencing Erikson’s fifth developmental stage of identity versus identity
confusion, where they are faced with deciding who they are, what they are about, and where they
are going in life (Santrock, 2010, p.143). This transition into adulthood is an important time in
any person’s life and has a lasting impact on the rest of his or her life. It is not an easy transition
for any adolescent, especially for one who is undocumented. These youth, who were bom
abroad but brought at an early age to live in the United States, have come to be known as the 1.5
generation because they are not the first generation, as they did not choose to migrate, and they
are not the second generation, as they were bom and spent part of their childhood outside of the
United States (Gonzales, 2007, p. 2). I will look at their transition to adulthood in the following
sections be analyzing what researchers have said about its psychological impact, the confusion in
10

moving from Plyler to higher education, and what the higher education experience is for these
students in general.
Psychological impact

^

All adolescents are faced with developing their identity as they transition into adulthood. For
undocumented adolescents, deciding who they are is more complicated because they are coming
face to face with “.. .a negative social mirror that portrays them as illegitimate and unwanted”
(Suarez-Orozco, 2001). This is a social mirror that they have been looking into all their lives;
however, youth may be especially sensitive to it in adolescence, worsening its negative impact
on their development. In addition to determining their identity, early adolescents are also
learning to bridge the gap between childhood security and adult autonomy. This gap is more
severe for unauthorized students, as adult autonomy is more difficult, if in some ways even
impossible, to completely attain. As they move into late adolescence and find that they are
unable to obtain the new roles and responsibilities of adulthood, for example, a driver’s license
or part-time job, they experience a jolting realization about their inability to take these important
steps toward adult autonomy (Gonzales, 2011, p. 609). For many, these experiences are the first
they learn of their undocumented status, as many parents leading mixed-status families choose to
hide this information from their children (Suarez-Orozco, et al., 2011). As they come to grips
with the new meanings of their undocumented status, they begin to view and define themselves
differently; often times, transforming their entire identity (Gonzales, 2011, p. 610). This entry
into a new, stigmatized identity has negative and usually unanticipated consequences for their
educational and occupational trajectories, as well as for their friendships and social patterns
(Gonzales, 2011, p. 614-615). The poverty that many of these adolescents are living in places
added complications onto these trajectories. These adolescents are likely to have to make
significant financial contributions to their families and to assume considerable responsibility for
their own care, which spurs them to transition out of adolescence sooner (Gonzales, 2011, p.
605). Therefore, as poverty pushes them out of adolescence, their undocumented status rudely
pushes them back in. Adolescent students at the upper end of the K-12 spectrum are undergoing
influential developmental transitions. When coupled with family poverty and an undocumented
status, however, undocumented youth are placed into a developmental limbo (Gonzales, 2011, p.
605). As they enter this developmental limbo, they are soon to find that they face a unique
educational limbo too.
From Plyler to Higher Education
Plyler vs. Doe placed an investment into the lives of undocumented children when it gave them
equal access to a K-12 education. However, after they graduate, this investment is wasted, as
undocumented students are not given equal access to higher education. They are in an
educational limbo because they may have achieved success in their K-12 education but lack
access to make something of it. One critical service that prevents this equal access is federal
financial aid. Under Section 505 of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant
Responsibility Act of 1996, undocumented students are ineligible for federal financial aid such
as student loans, scholarships, or work-study programs (Lopez & Lopez, 2010, p. 63). These
forms of aid are crucial for undocumented students because, in most states, both public and
private universities classify them as international students and charge them tuition which is three
to seven times higher than that of documented students (Abrego, 2006, p. 216). Even if
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undocumented students find a way to afford higher education, Gonzales (2011) has found that it
might still not be of much help. He found that, regardless of the level of education they received,
by their mid-twenties, both undocumented college-goers and undocumented early-exiters held
similar occupations (p. 614). This is unfortunate because many of these undocumented students,
largely as a result o f the education they were entitled to via Plyler vs. Doe, have internalized the
United States values and expectations that equate academic success to economic rewards and
stability. Unfortunately, despite their academic success, they are barred from the opportunity to
integrate legally, educationally, and economically in United States society (Abrego, 2006, p.
220-221). Until these students receive equal access to other parts of society, their Plyler vs. Doe
education will have been for naught. In die following section, I discuss their opportunity to
integrate educationally as they leave their K-12 experience.
Higher Education
The Numbers
The small number of undocumented students who experience higher education implies the lack
of access they have to it. Making a successful transition to postsecondary schooling requires a
number of favorable circumstances that undocumented students often do not have such as
sufficient money to pay for school, family permission to delay or minimize work, reliable
transportation, and external guidance and assistance (Gonzales, 2011, p. 613). For these reasons
and more, many undocumented students do not go on to college. In 2010, noncitizens made up
only 6.7 percent of the total population of those who have earned a Bachelor’s degree or more
(U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement,
2010). In 2007, Gonzales reported that only five to ten percent of undocumented high-school
graduates go to college (p. 1). Plyler invests too much in their futures than to only have five or
ten percent o f them go on to earn an advanced degree and achieve their dreams.
The problem

\

j

Undocumented students need access to higher education in order to move their family out of the
vicious cycle of poverty. Those undocumented students that graduate high school but are forced
into the workforce due to financial need often find themselves in the same job pool as their
parents and other family members who have much less education (Gonzales, 2011, p. 612). This
continues the cycle of poverty. Not only that, but the lack of access to United States society
forces them, on family need and economic circumstances, to make decisions about working and
driving illegally (Gonzales, 2011, p. 612). In some ways, they have no choice. Additionally,
even students who have worked hard and have all of the potential and will, even more so than
some citizen-students, to make a difference in the United States often cannot. In 2006, Abrego
found that even documented students who did worse in high school than their undocumented
peers managed to graduate and were able to go on to college and receive federal and state needbased financial aid (p. 224). Even when undocumented students are admitted to selective
universities, they rarely attend because, without financial assistance, their families cannot afford
tuition. Promising and previously high-achieving undocumented students, many of whom have
internalized the United States values of meritocracy and upward mobility through hard work, are
forced instead to lower their aspirations, gain unlawful employment in low-wage industries, and
12

vw /’

often end their educational pursuits (Abrego, 2006, p. 225). Rather than valuing these youth as
important societal resources, current policies restrict their options and curb the transformative
potential undocumented youth have in their communities (Abrego, 2006, p. 227). Among the
few undocumented students who do find ways to make higher education a reality, their
experiences are often not markedly easy. Rather, their experience can be discontinuous due to
their need for work, few scholarships, debt, and long commutes (Gonzales, 2011, p. 613). The
problem is that the 1.5 generation has limited means to capitalize on its Plyler education, no
matter its desire.
What is in Place to Help
In recent years, several steps have been taken to help undocumented students access United
States society and higher education. Currently, there are thirteen states that grant in-state tuition
to undocumented students: California, Texas, New York, Utah, Washington, Oklahoma, Illinois,
Kansas, New Mexico, Nebraska, Maryland, Connecticut, and Oregon. (Morse & Bimbach,
2012). Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, and the proposed DREAM Act (Development,
Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act) are two additional political actions that have and
will benefit undocumented students, and I discuss them below.
A recent, helpful step for undocumented students is the passing of the program “Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals.” It was put into effect on August 15,2012 and has the potential to
benefit approximately 1.7 million eligible undocumented immigrants (Passel & Lopez, 2012).
Janet Napolitano, United States Secretary of Homeland Security, (2012) wrote that this program
should effect the enforcement of immigration laws against “certain young people who were
brought to this country as children and know only this country as home,” as they “lacked the
intent to violate the law.” Notice that she references the 1.5 generation. While this program does
not provide a path to permanent residence or citizenship, it does shield those eligible from
deportation and enable them to apply for temporary but renewable work permits (Passel &
Lopez, 2012). In order to be eligible an individual must: have come to the United States under
the age of sixteen; have continuously resided in the United States for a least five years; be
currently in school, have graduated from high school, have obtained a general education
development certificate, or is an honorably discharged veteran of the Coast Guard or Armed
Forces of the United States; have not been convicted of a felony offense, a significant
misdemeanor offense, multiple misdemeanor offenses, or otherwise pose a threat to national
security or public safety; and be not above the age of thirty (Department of Homeland Security,
2012). “Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals” grants many undocumented K-12 students die
freedom from fear of deportation they need for success as well as the real potential to obtain the
jobs that they have worked hard to prepare themselves to excel in.

v j

The DREAM Act has not yet been passed, though its implications can provide hope for current
K-12 students and can encourage them to take political action. Under this act, most students of
good moral character who came to the United States before they were 16 years old and had at
least 5 years o f United States residence before the date of the bill’s enactment would qualify for
conditional permanent resident status if they meet one of three criteria: graduated from a 2-year
college or a vocational college, or studied for at least 2 years toward a bachelor’s or higher
degree; served in the US armed forces for at least 2 years; or performed at least 910 hours of
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volunteer community service (Gonzales& Chavez, 2012, p. 258). Eligible individuals would
also be able to receive in-state tuition (Gonzales, 2007, p. 1). The DREAM Act would grant
undocumented students, many of whom have been raised as a United States citizen, a path to true
citizenship. Rogers, Saunders, Terriquez, and Velez (2008) argue that guaranteeing
undocumented youth access to public school promotes both their and their parents’ civic
participation and enhances the quality of democratic life (p. 203). In other words, the United
States promotes the democracy and civic participation of its undocumented K-12 students only to
take those privileges away after their K-12 experience. In addition to being a waste of an
investment, it is also like giving them a gift and taking it right back. The proposed DREAM Act
would capitalize on this investment and would let them keep the gift
Implications
School officials may never know that they are serving a student living in a mixed-status family.
These students make up an invisible, yet important student body entitled to a K-12 education.
School officials can only create an educational experience sensitive to these students by
understanding their special needs. Educators must make the assumption that there is always a
student living in a mixed-status family in their classrooms. This is the only way to improve their
educational experience because it is likely that otherwise they will never know.
Playing to the psychological needs of students from mixed-status families is not that much
different than playing to the psychological needs of other students from difficult family
situations. First, educators should do as much as possible to create a reduced-stress and anxietyfree educational environment. While educators may be unable to take away the stress of living
in a mixed-status home, they can certainly be deliberate about making the classroom a relaxing
escape. They can also make sure that their students are taking advantage of their school’s health
services such as sending students to the nurse for any suspicion of health issues and making sure
that students are taking advantage of any free and reduced cost breakfast and lunch programs.
Further, they can support the positive identity and self-esteem development of students who are
living in mixed-status families by directly opposing the negative stereotype of mixed-status
families in the classroom. Educators must also work to oppose school policy, programs, and
personal behaviors that perceive students who are working to learn English as “deficient.” A
simple, but direct, way to begin change is to replace the label “Limited English Proficient”
placed on these students with something more positive such as “English learner.” Educators can
make changes in their educational decisions to help oppose the negative psychological impact
that living in a mixed-status family has on students.
Catering to the academic needs of students from mixed-status families is also not that much
different than playing to the academic requirements of other students from low income families.
Being supportive of these students, providing them numerous school-based activities to
participate in, increasing the number of quality teachers to work with them, building safer
schools, and numerous other ways o f increasing the educational achievement of low income
students will benefit K-12 students from mixed-status families too. For this reason, I focus on
the ways educators can specifically work to make schools more inviting and less intimidating to
mixed-status families and their students. Educators need to stop using the practices of chilling,
exposure, and disparity, so that mixed-status families have less reason to fear immigration

enforcement in the school system (Morse & Ludovina, 1999). They also need to be on the
lookout for these practices happening in their building and work to create change. For example,
they should look at school documents to see if any request Social Security numbers and work to
create documents that are not discriminatory toward mixed-status families. School personnel
should also create policy for dealing with immigration enforcement and share it with all families
so that they are knowledgeable of the ways the school is working to keep their children safe.
L6pez and L6pez (2010) make the following suggestions for this policy: informing the attorney
of the school district and the superintendent immediately when experiencing immigration
enforcement at the school, putting possible affected children in a safe room, never turning over
the students unless advised to by the attorney, always accompanying the immigration
enforcement with a witness throughout the school, and documenting all proceedings (p. 144).
School personnel need to be knowledgeable of this policy so that they are informed about what
they can do to keep their students from mixed-status families as safe at school as possible.
School safety is of the utmost importance to school officials, and the safety of students living in
mixed-status families is an aspect that cannot be overlooked.
Schools can play one of the most important roles in the life of a child who has experienced the
detention or deportation of a family member. If schools are aware that a raid or other type of
immigration enforcement has recently taken place in the community, they should ensure that no
children return from school to an empty home. They can work to increase the attendance of
affected students by explaining to families what the school has put in place to keep the students
safe from further immigration enforcement. Schools can raise money for affected families and
students as well, as increased financial hardship is a result of detentions and deportations.
Teachers should keep track of make-up work for these students and spend extra time helping
them catch up on what they missed while in hiding. If teachers notice a drop in attendance,
significant changes in student behavior, or student references to immigration law enforcement,
they should notify the appropriate school administration and consult the school psychologist.
This is one of the most important actions a teacher can take for a student from a mixed-status
family that has experienced the detention or deportation o f a family member. Not only are these
students often missing a primary caregiver, they are also undergoing severe family hardship.
Due to increased fear of immigration enforcement, it is likely their caregivers will not help them
receive the mental health support they need. Schools can do this in a safe way for students.
Following a detention or deportation of family member, the school may be the most consistent
place a student knows.
Educators must also be aware of the challenges that await their students from mixed-status
families, especially those that are undocumented, as they transition into adulthood. Some
undocumented students may benefit from counseling support during this transition, which school
counselors and psychologists can provide. Above all, educators must be advocates for their
students’ access to higher education. Teachers invest substantial time, energy, and love into their
students. They need to consider now that regardless of the investment they put into their
students, some of them may not be able to fully participate in United States society. Teachers
also need to consider that the dreams they have inspired within their students may not be legally
attainable for them. No quality teacher wants this for his or her students. Teachers should make
these students aware of their options and get involved in movements to increase their access to
higher education and citizenship. Undocumented students are bravely fighting for their cause,

and their teachers should join them. After all, their teachers have worked hard to give them
every opportunity they can. It should bother teachers that some of their students are prevented
from obtaining the same opportunities as others. Teachers have more advocating to do if they
are to see their work through.
Listen: “I pledge allegiance, to the Flag, o f the United States o f America... ” Look here for K-12
students living in mixed-status families. "...and to the Republic, fo r which it stands... ” They
can be found here but not seen, “...one Nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and
justice... ” Invisibly, humbly, they bring their unique needs to the table, “...for all. ” This is
what students living in mixed-status families pledge, believe, and practice but do not experience.
It is time for this to change.
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